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ABSTRACT
My project began as an exploration of binary thinking in service to moving
towards more inclusive ways of thinking and being. This inquiry took several serpentine
and unexpected twists. Along the way, I uncovered familial narratives and discovered
how my relationship with shame was influencing how I showed up in the world,
specifically, how I dealt with issues of accountability.
My deeper inquiry into my own accountability led me to look at my relationship
with feedback, from both external and internal sources. By tuning in to somatic and
emotional sensations, I was able to initiate The Pause, my interruption of unconscious
patterns, which allowed me to observe myself and recenter, when necessary.
Strengthening the region of the brain responsible for The Pause is something
humans can learn, practice, and incorporate into daily life, enhancing our abilities to think
creatively and with fewer limitations. As I continue my explorations, I move towards my
desire of achieving a more expansive and inclusive way of thinking and more
importantly, being.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Having only two options to choose from should make life simpler, right? Coke or
Pepsi? Beatles or Rolling Stones? Cats or dogs? In my experience, however, engaging in
binary (either/or) thinking has not always served me and the impact I long to have. I
realize that in a complex world, binary thinking can function as blinders, allowing only
predetermined categories to be revealed, a narrow slice of what is and what could be. In
addition to being limiting (Colombe, 2012) binary thinking can be hurtful (Brown, 2019)
and even dangerous (Johansen, 2000).
During my time in the MLS program, I have explored how structures of
capitalism, colonization, white supremacy, Christianity, and paternalism have influenced
my environments and how I show up in the world. Now I am curious to explore how
these structures utilize binary thinking as a tool to maintain hierarchy and power over –
and I want to take a good look at how binary thinking has influenced how I be in the
world.
I had been curious about my relationship with binaries (and suspect of their
limiting nature) prior to my entering the MLS program. On Day 1 of the first intensive, I
journaled about how this black/white thinking has prompted me to categorize myself in
ways that do not authentically fit (Appendix 1). My default framing of opposites
implicitly leads me to think in extremes, jumping over the potential gulf of nuance that
often lies in between.
My intent in this inquiry is to discover and embody strategies that broaden my
experiences, to include degrees of variation and more options; to support more belonging
and enhance relationships between people; and facilitate a greater understanding of the
1

ways in which everything is interrelated. My belief is that by enhancing my ability to
access a multitude of options, I can move into a more expansive and inclusive way of
thinking and more importantly, being.
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

In the initial months of capstone, I struggled with the idea of my capstone
“research.” In my former career as a research nurse, “research,” “data,” and “method”
were defined in a very narrow, Western-dominant manner. This ontology dictates that we
remove the item being studied from its context to control the variables. The item being
studied must be objectively measured by a researcher/observer and subsequently, results
are determined. To be the research designer, the data collector, and the research
“subject,” in an authentic context and responsible for determining my own truth is
something I must wrap my head around.
I designed my capstone project to explore my relationship to categorization and
specifically to binary thinking; my plan was to explore how I embody the influences of
patriarchy, Christianity, white supremacy, capitalism, and their inherent dualities in my
leadership.
In the beginning, I started a collection list of binaries (Appendix 2). I considered
the influence of my family history and dynamics on my leadership. An obvious
manifestation is my reluctance to engage in conflict. It is my families’ unspoken legacy:
maintaining peace requires keeping secrets and avoiding difficult conversations.
My mother shares a dream with me that she remembers from when she was a
little girl. She is with her Uncle John. Uncle John puts his index finger to his lips
to say, “Shhhh.” Then his head flips off his neck like a Pez dispenser and he pulls
a rolled-up scroll out of his throat. She understands that she is not to speak of this
secret…
By December 2021, two sets of binaries seem most alive for me:
3

1. Which conversations are safe to have, and which are unsafe?
And related to this:
2. How do I perceive that remaining silent is safe and that discomfort and/or
conflict resulting from acknowledging and speaking truth compromises safety?
My pilgrimage utilizes multiple methods along its route. These include inviting
conversations with and holding space for family, friends, and colleagues; listening to
podcasts and TED Talks; reading; awareness practices; and journaling my reflections on
these activities. The most challenging method for this former research nurse to implement
is leaving room for emergence – what might show up that I have not anticipated? How
will I navigate unforeseen passages?
Holding space is a practice of moving at the speed of trust. For me, this means
being with someone and moving through conversations/emotions/somatic experiences at
a pace that is determined by the needs of the other person, not by me. My hope is that as
we move through previously unspoken conversations I can hold space for the elders in
my family, specifically my mother and mother-in-law, and close friends; these are people
with whom I am already in reciprocal trusting relationships. It is my wish that I can
extend this space to others in my extended circle, perhaps colleagues, volunteers, and/or
students at Literacy Connects, the nonprofit where I work.
For much of this project I will be observing myself. As I become aware of myself
in an episode of binary thinking in my work life or personal life, I will note this. I will
capture the self-talk and experiences in my body when I move into binary thought. For
example, “Currently, when I move into binary thinking I feel my body constrict, and I
feel like there is static white noise in my brain. I feel like the flow of ideas becomes
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paralyzed and nothing new can show itself. I feel a little anxious.” I will be looking for
patterns and once discovered, I will be using those patterns as road maps to interrupt
dichotomous thinking in order to move into a more spacious mindset.
I will also be observing myself as I participate in previously unspoken
conversations that I have deemed “unsafe” to have. I will be watching for episodes of
judgment, defensiveness, and rationalizing and the counter-thoughts of acceptance and
curiosity. Again, being aware of and capturing self-talk and somatic experiences may
lean me into more spaces of allowing and being.
Questions to explore range from specific somatic inquiries to questions of my
own history and lineage:
•

Are there situations/contexts that trigger my binary thinking more than others?
o What are those?

•

When the spaciousness arrives what does that feel like?
o Can I use the patterns noted to invite more ease?

•

How did I/we get taught to obey/comply?
o What did I/we risk if I/we didn’t?

•

How can “Speaking Up” be Resistance?
I have chosen several structures to keep me on track and on schedule: I plan on

attending all the workshop jams; having multiple minds and hearts invested in this work
can only enhance it and I value the knowledge held by and shared from my colleagues
and guides. Additionally, I plan to utilize the Tracking Document to document
thoughts/observations on a weekly basis to keep my capstone coach abreast of my
progress.
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CHAPTER 3: IMPLEMENTATION

The affiliates recommend that we honor the rhythm and path of the unfolding.
The rhythm feels like the first few times I drove a standard transmission – a lot of
lurching and stalling and not a lot of forward movement. The path of unfolding looks
more like an upturned bowl of spaghetti.
Almost immediately, fidelity to my capstone proposal is in jeopardy. While
several of my colleagues describe multi-tasking while listening to podcasts, for me to
glean anything I must listen without distraction. I abandon the TED talks, choose to read
books, and save the podcasts for casual listening during my bath-time soaks.
Additionally, the tracking document feels like double work, and I jettison it by January.
I share my capstone inquiry with my mother and mother-in-law and invite them to share
any stories they feel comfortable with. Both women were born in the 1940s. While they
grew up in different parts of America (my mother was born in rural East Texas and my
mother-in-law in urban Baltimore) they had many things in common: they are both white
and grew up poor and both had dysfunctional family relationships growing up. Both
married young (my mother at 19 and my mother-in-law at 21) and both had two children
by the age 23. Both women have been married and divorced multiple times. I am certain
that they will share their stories of oppression and keeping family secrets; however, none
are volunteered. The invitation has been extended and they have declined.
The absence of these conversations causes me concern as I am left without
important data, but I do not ask again; to do so would feel extractive. Only later, in April
2022, does my mother approach the subject of my project. She starts off by asking how
my project is going. A few minutes into our conversation she asks, “So, what do you
6

want to know?” In the past she has shared bits of stories and I ask her to fill in some of
the gaps. We talk about her family – my mother’s mother and her siblings, one of whom
is Uncle John. We talk about my mother’s relationships with her parents and sisters. My
mother ends our conversation with her own invitation – if I want to know more, I can ask
her about anything. I am grateful for this and for now, I am sitting with the new details,
trying to incorporate them into a more complete image, as one would after finding a
missing jigsaw puzzle piece under the table. Will I take her up on her invitation? I am
curious about my parents as young people – what was their courtship like? Where was
their wedding? Did they take a honeymoon? When and how did they begin to recognize
they were growing apart? Even now with the explicit invitation to ask, I am hesitant, still
grappling with my perception of safety in the silence.
I share my capstone inquiry regarding safe/unsafe conversations and
silence/conflict with friends and colleagues, and people begin to share their stories. The
simple act of me speaking to these topics seems enough of an invitation for people to
want to respond. What they share are stories interwoven with painful experiences of
loneliness, confusion, anger, uplifting bravery, perseverance, and humor (Appendix 3). I
listen, hold space. I am mindful to accompany them in their narratives/emotions/somatic
experiences at a pace that is determined by their needs, not by my timeline.
Self-reflection and journaling become an important practice for me. It is the
antidote to my doing, doing, doing. I see that I was resisting the opportunity to reflect
because to me, every opportunity to reflect was an opportunity to feel shame. Journaling
has given me a space to brain- and heart-dump and opportunities to observe myself in a
more compassionate manner. Journaling also gives me a place to capture my dreams and
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the patterns, themes, and symbolism they hold. Self-reflection and journaling seem to be
supporting my intuition and other ways of knowing. At times something just feels right,
and I feel intense emotion and full-body goosebumps. When I have this experience, I
follow its lead.
In early 2022, three courses of study come together that alter the direction of my
inquiry: In January, I engage in 16-hour Kingian Nonviolence training presented by On
Earth Peace and a 2-day Gift Economy workshop presented by East Point Peace
Academy. I also start NR395 Sustainability Leadership Seminar. The Seminar invites
students to create our own modules. Ideas from the trainings are fresh in my mind and I
want to follow the breadcrumbs.
The Gift Economy workshop leads me to ask, “What do I need?” and “How do I
receive?” I explore these questions in the Seminar – Module 2 (in collaboration with
classmate Kellee Bachour (Appendix 4) and Module 3 (Appendix 5). Days before I
submit Module 3, I get sick. At first, I consider this an inconvenience – “I don’t have
time to be sick, I have schoolwork” – and then it occurs to me, “What better environment
to explore how I receive?”
Multiple times during my downtime, I slip into a liminal space between
wakefulness and sleep and my mind plays little snippets from my life: a time when
I had embarrassed myself, a time when I had been unkind, said something stupid,
was ashamed. Over and over these small, seemingly insignificant scenes from my
childhood and teenage years show up as a movie in my mind. At one point I
wonder, “Am I dying? I thought my life passing before my eyes would look
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different.” I ask, “What do I do to receive?” and from The Inbetween I hear “Let
go of shame.”
This is an unanticipated invitation. I accept.
New people are entering my circle and I am deepening my relationships with
those already in my circle.
I meet Gustavo at an elementary school resource fair where I am hosting a table
for Literacy Connects. We exchange pleasantries. Gustavo is a therapist and
elder who works with Youth. I mention that I know a young man who needs
guidance and suddenly I am covered in goosebumps. My Knowing tells me that
Gustavo and I are meant to know each other.
The next week I am invited to another elementary school resource fair. This
school has limited resources and in addition to my usual tabling supplies
(suitcase full of swag, flyers for GED and English classes, two overflowing boxes
of free books), I have been instructed to bring my own table. I am dragging my
cart across the rippled asphalt of the parking lot and breathe a sigh of relief when
I make it to the sidewalk. A few more steps and then – crash! I hit a crack in the
sidewalk and my cart tips over. My cargo spills all over the sidewalk. A primal
scream escapes my pursed lips. I look up to see the school administrator, Diana,
who has invited me. I am humiliated.
She hurries over and offers to help gather my supplies. I grimace a fake smile
and curtly reply, “Thank you. I’ve got this.” When I am ashamed my modus
operandi is to get angry and defensive. I consider this on my way home from the
resource fair.
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Two weeks later, Gustavo sends me an email with a video link (Porangui, 2019).
It is a recording of an invocation, recorded by his son. In it, our relations are
honored. It hits me – I have not honored my relationship with Diana. I need to
make amends.
Hi Diana,
I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to follow up re: the Literacy Night earlier this
month. I wanted to apologize for my behavior that evening. I had been struggling
with a health issue (thankfully, now resolving) and when my cart tipped over and
my books went sliding, I just lost it. You were so kind to offer me help then and
throughout the evening. I reflected on my behavior on the way home and
recognized that I was embarrassed to accept help. I am afraid I have been
conditioned, as many have, to feel the need to do everything on my own. Thank
you for being a teacher of “community” for me. I hope you will accept my
apology.
With appreciation,
Susan
Diana’s response is gracious. Her kindness allows me the opportunity to offer
myself some grace. I get curious about what I could do next time I am frustrated –
perhaps incorporate a pause before reacting?
Exactly one month later, I am invited to another event. As I set up my
table, my traveling bag and the entirety of its contents spill to the floor. I
remember the grace-filled pause and identify the emotional interloper that has
shown up. “Shame. Shame. No shame.” I smile, pick up the pencils that have
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rolled in all directions, and offer thanks to the Universe for the Divine mulligan.
(Appendix 5).
I am becoming more comfortable with the discomfort. I have moved from
avoiding it, to sitting with it, to now leaning into it. I want to know, “What is my
discomfort revealing?”
Another unexpected turning point for this project comes in March 2022. I am
looking at the difficult conversations I have recently had (my apology to Diana after the
resource fair (Appendix 5), me firing my rheumatologist, Volunteer Appreciation Event
planning at Literacy Connects) (Appendix 6) and I see the theme of accountability
emerge.
To understand the relationships between events, emotions, and accountability I
create an exploration board (Figure 1). I predict that accountability is at the core. What is
exposed surprises me – “letting go of shame” is the nexus of my work.
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Figure 1 My Exploration Board
When I make this shame-accountability connection things come into clearer focus
– my desire to defend myself and my resistance have been efforts to deflect
accountability to avoid the discomfort of shame. But it always backfires – the more I
deflect accountability, the more shame I experience. In yet another unexpected twist of
understanding, I see that my practice of accountability decreases my shame and
experiencing less shame increases my capacity for accountability. I experiment more with
this idea of a positive feedback loop and instead, another web of relationships is unveiled
(Figure 2).
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Figure 2 Web of Relationships
As I continue to explore what accountability looks like, I stumble upon an
inconvenient truth regarding my life-long desire to be of service: I see how my eagerness
to be of service has been influenced in part by my binary thinking of giver/receiver.
There is an implied hierarchy, a one-upmanship being perceived as the benefactor. My

13

need to be seen as the benevolent giver has been one of my ways of covering my shame.
My new awareness moves me toward accountability; I want to embody the concept of
kinship – “being one with the other.” (Rohr, 2020) Kinship supports solidarity by
disposing of the binaries of benefactor/beneficiary. The Center for Action and
Contemplation’s Daily Meditations sums it up beautifully, “Often we strike the high
moral distance that separates “us” from “them,” and yet it is God’s dream come true
when we recognize that there exists no daylight between us.” (Rohr, 2020).
What is becoming clearer to me is that in the absence of shame I can have more
effective conversations and show up as a better ally and leader. For example, if someone
calls me on a blind spot, I do not have to spend energy and time avoiding discomfort by
defending what I did/said. I can accept the discomfort, own my offense (even if it was
unintentional), offer an apology, and ask how I can make amends. This awareness is
critical as I navigate the world and its variety of human experiences. This shift in my
being may have ripple effects – I hope to build more trust and model right relationship in
all of the organizations and institutions of which I am a part.
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CHAPTER 4: ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION

Inherent to the practice of accountability is asking for, receiving, and
implementing feedback. Toward the end of my time in the MLS program, I asked for and
received feedback. (Appendix 7). During my time in the MLS program, I have stumbled
into understanding that when I receive written or verbal feedback, nested in that feedback
is more feedback. Based on my relationship to the (exogenous) written or verbal
feedback, I can experience positive or negative somatic and emotional (endogenous)
feedback. For example, if my boss shares that he is pleased with my work on a project, I
may notice that I feel the emotions of happiness, satisfaction, or pride. The sensations I
notice in my body may be a lightness or a feeling of ease in my shoulders. When I
receive less favorable feedback, for example, my boss shares that he is not pleased with
my work on a project, I may feel the emotions of disappointment or anger. The sensations
I notice in my body may be increased heart rate and a feeling of constriction in my chest.
I call my awareness of these sensations and emotions The Pause, during which time I can
re-center if necessary.

Table 1 Feedback
Sensations I Feel in My Body

I am becoming more attuned to what is
happening in my body, especially the
symptoms of stress (tension, increased
heart rate, increased breathing rate,
constriction of muscles). When I catch this
happening, I can ask myself, “What is this
sensation trying to tell me?” And then I
can ask myself, “What is my next step?”
o
I can also ask myself, “Does (fill in
the blank) feel energizing or depleting to
me? Does it contribute to a win/win or a
sense of ease and grace?”
15

My Emotions

I am becoming more attuned to my
emotions. For example, I may feel fear,
and if I drill down further, I may find that
worthless or overwhelmed more accurately
describes what I am feeling.
Like the feedback provided by sensations
in my body, I can ask myself, “What is
this emotion trying to tell me?” And then I
can ask myself, “What is my next step?”

Around the same time I began practicing The Pause, I read Shirzad Chamine’s
book Positive Intelligence (2016). In it, the author describes what he calls the Survivor
Brain – components in the left hemisphere of the brain responsible for emotions,
including fear; the fight or flight response; and the secretion of stress hormones. When
faced with a threat, either real or perceived, these responses happen unconsciously and
automatically to prepare the body for physical activity and to focus on and respond to
danger.
Chamine also describes what he calls the PQ (positive intelligence) Brain. The PQ
Brain is made up of the middle prefrontal cortex, the mirror neuron system, anterior
circulate cortex, and the right brain. The PQ Brain is responsible for empathy,
exploration, holistic thinking, imagery, and nonverbal communication including
energy and mood (Chamine, 2016).
Of special interest to me is the middle prefrontal cortex; this region is responsible
for reducing fear, increasing empathy, and accessing gut feelings. It is also responsible
for what I referred to earlier as The Pause – the interruption of unconscious patterns,
which allows me to observe myself and recenter. Making this connection is significant to
me because, according to Chamine, strengthening our PQ Brain is something everyone
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can learn, practice, and incorporate into our daily lives – and these are the practices that
can enhance our abilities to think creatively and with fewer limitations (Chamine, 2016).
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CHAPTER 5: KEY LEARNINGS
My key learnings take two different directions: Road #1 is the track of the original
inquiry of disrupting categories and binary thinking. Road #2 is the winding path of
accountability and releasing shame.
Road #1: For all beings to thrive, binary and categorical thinking in service to
systems of domination and oppression must be disrupted. However, binary and
categorical thinking are not inherently bad. They can be helpful when we are children
learning how to navigate the world and how to have our needs met (Strozzi Institute,
2022; Maté, 2011; Chamine, 2012). During the early stages of human development,
having only two choices can make categorizing easier. Chamine (2016, p. 32) states, “For
the human child, however, survival has a component beyond physical survival. We also
need to survive emotionally. The human brain is wired to pay close attention to our
environment in our early years and adjust accordingly…”
From the time I was 5 years old until I was 8 years old, my parents separated,
reconciled, separated again, and finally divorced. Both my parents remarried before my
ninth birthday. By the first grade, I knew the adults around me were unhappy and I
suspected that I was a burden to them. In my child’s mind, I believed that if I was a good
girl (well-behaved, smart, pretty) I might be more lovable, and they might be happier.
I tried not to make mistakes. If I did make a mistake, I believed it would
demonstrate that I was not smart. As a result, I tried to avoid anything that was
challenging. This resulted in a dampening of my curiosity and my hesitation to explore. I
tried to anticipate what would make people happy and I avoided conflict whenever
possible. The child-me believed I needed to please and accommodate others to keep the
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adults around me happy and present. However, when the adult-me defaulted to the belief
systems formed during my childhood (which included binary thinking and strict
categories), it proved detrimental to my well-being.
For me and for others, as the literature validates (Strozzi,2022; Maté, 2011;
Chamine, 2012), problems arise when we have gained the experience to navigate the
world with nuance and we continue to default to, or choose, either/or thinking.
Additionally, binary/categorical thinking can lead to unconscious thought patterning
which may negatively impact our relationships with ourselves and others and may
negatively impact our physical and emotional health (Maté, 2011; Chamine, 2012).
Categorical thinking may oversimplify and overlooking nuance or degrees of
iteration may inadvertently complicate. Below is an example of how we can move
through the processes of gaining experience/releasing categorical thinking.

My husband, Randy, has been a surgeon for 25+ years. He explains to new
doctors:
“When you are a new doc, you rely on the protocols. When you have more
experience, you know when you can question the protocols. And when you have
white hair like me, you’ll know when you can break with protocols or rewrite the
protocols.”

19

Table 2 Randy’s Conversation and Translation
“When you are a new doc, you rely on the

When we are inexperienced, we rely on

protocols.”

predetermined categories, which are created
by more experienced individuals.

“When you have more experience, you know

As we gain more personal experiences, we can

when you can question the protocols.”

determine when a category serves us and
when it does not; categories serve as
guidelines.

“When you have white hair like me, you’ll

When we have significant experience, we no

know when to break with protocols or rewrite

longer need the limiting boundaries of

the protocols.”

categories.

Road #2: As my shame and subsequent defenses recede, I feel my heart opening
to invite more opportunities to practice accountability. I will continue my practice of
leaning into discomfort as a strategy to decrease my discomfort.
Erasing the lines around what is off-limits to discuss – and having those
discussions – invites accountability. Topics like equity, race, and gender are obvious
conversation contenders, but/and discussing something as “simple” as why I missed a
deadline invites me to reflect with less defensiveness and fewer excuses.
I recently had a conversation with a teammate at work. She mentioned to me that I
had missed a commitment I had made and that it had happened before. While these
commitments were not mission critical, she wanted to bring this to my attention. Prior to
my capstone inquiry, I would have gotten angry and defensive; however, this time I was
able to pause and acknowledge that, yes, I had missed these commitments. I apologized
20

and got curious. Question: Why did I miss these events? Answer: Because I forgot about
them and failed to put them on my calendar. Because we were able to have this
conversation, I was able to ask for help without shame. I shared with my teammate that I
am forgetful, and it would be really helpful if she could follow up or remind me if I’ve
made a commitment. My teammate appreciated the explicit invitation and said, “I’m glad
you asked for that. I haven’t been saying anything because when people say, ‘Did you do
____ ?’ I take it like they don’t think I can do my job.” This accountability conversation
left us both feeling heard and valued. My desire is to continue to grow my capacity to be
accountable and to create environments where people feel heard and valued.
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CHAPTER 6: NEXT STEPS
Creating ecosystems where all beings can thrive will require at the least an
interruption, and possibly a severance from the status quo. My personal contribution to
this disruption is, in part, my disruption of the binary and strictly held categories. I will
continue to collaborate with others to create spaces where we can question structures,
institutions, and belief systems so that we may dismantle and rebuild them in a way that
promotes presence, awareness, trust, accountability, a recognition and honoring that
everything is interrelated, and deep kinship – to rebuild in right relationship.
By dissolving the binaries of bad/good, punishment/reward, failure/success we
can more easily move into a space of accepting What Is. In this space our inner
alchemists can tune in to access creative options, transforming static into clarity and
hopeless situations into vast opportunities.
I am fascinated with the concept that binary and categorical thinking could be
components of a larger tool kit of physical and emotional survival strategies that human
beings create as children. Recognizing this has allowed me to liberate myself from the
grip of shame. I can accept that I am a human moving through normal developmental
processes. Recognizing this also ushers me toward accountability. Now I know it is my
responsibility to choose how I show up for myself and others. Moving forward, I can
share my discoveries with others and model accountability without the need for blame or
shame.
I have intentionally chosen not to copywrite this material. I invite others to read it
and build on what I have curated and created. The message that it is within our human
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capacity to let go of shame and dissolve the boundaries of binary thinking is an idea that
needs to be amplified and shared.
I am delighted with the deepening relationships I am co-creating. My work in the
community is richer and more fun and effective. It is my deep desire to continue this
exploration with appreciation, with reverence for relationships, and care for community.
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APPENDIX 1 -JOURNAL ENTRY
From MLS cohort 6, Day One I have mulled on the topics of shame and binary thinking.
On August 25, 2020, the first day of Cohort 6, I wrote in my journal “Because I have
viewed my lineage as shameful (racist, overtly white supremacists) I have maybe
embodied the shame of my lineage? Believing in the good/bad binary, I felt like I was
“bad” person, but I knew I wasn’t a bad person (in fact, I felt like I was a loving being)
but I felt like I needed to constantly demonstrate what a “good person” I am.

Other binaries that I feel have limited me are productive/lazy, beautiful/ugly, straight/gay,
smart/stupid, perpetrator/victim, slut/prude, kind/mean, and being/doing.
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APPENDIX 2-JOURNAL ENTRY
This is a page from my capstone journal where I kept notes and a running list of binaries.
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APPENDIX 3-SAFE AND UNSAFE CONVERSATIONS
In conversations with friends and colleagues, topics considered “unsafe” or
“uncomfortable” to discuss include incest, abortion, sex, and mental illness.
Several friends share stories of their adolescent embarrassment related to the word
“vagina” and simply referred to it as “down there.”

A colleague shares the story of her mother who is so uncomfortable discussing bodily
functions that she refuses to say they word “deodorant.” Instead, she flaps her arms like
wings and points to her armpits.
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APPENDIX 4-EXPLORING THE QUESTION “WHAT DO I NEED?”

In the MLS Sustainability Leadership Seminar, we were asked to prepare three modules
exploring topics relevant to our own leadership practices. Classmate Kellee Bachour and
I collaborated on the series of modules. We worked together crafting the questions and
creating the exercises, and we shared our resources. This is Module 2:
“Identifying/Asking for what you need.”
The question at hand is to explore,” What Do I Need?”

Susan: I first encountered this question in a Gift Economy workshop I completed a month
ago. Folks were talking about the transparency and vulnerability required in a gift
economy – the idea that you have to put out there for everyone to see what it is that you
need.

What do I need? This question stopped me in my tracks. In my 55th year of life, I have
rarely asked myself that question. On the contrary, I have had inklings of what I needed
but mostly I had ignored the whispers (which, I have learned, sets up the perfect
environment for an auto-immune disorder to thrive).

The first time I asked myself “What I do I need?” I went down a rabbit hole. The next
day I asked myself and the answer was, “Nothing, because I have everything I need.” The
next day, my answer was, “I need to be listened to.” The next day, “I need to fill my
myself in preparation for a demanding week ahead.”
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I feel the need to be productive. Work. Clean the house. Volunteer. I can even rationalize
my leisure like getting a massage or a facial because I am doing something good for my
body. I can put a jigsaw puzzle together with my husband because I am doing something
to connect with him. This weekend I am going to take myself to the theater to see “Nina
Simone: Four Women.” I am treating myself to a gift of performing arts to fill myself, but
part of the reason I’m going to this play is because it is the story is about Simone’s
activism after the 1963 church bombings – and I feel like I need to know about this
history.

How can I untangle myself from the seduction of purpose and productivity?
Kellee: Thinking about my relationship to identifying/ asking what I need showed me
that I carry a lot of stigmas around this simple question.
•

Fear of neediness: I learned neediness is not a virtue, if someone is needy it’s a
reason to complain about or leave them. I learned that my role in the family and
community unit was to take care of others.

•

Lineage: I think about my ancestors choosing to be separated from our homeland
and community. Being settlers, our foundation was laid in disconnect.

•

Vulnerability: If you need help, it’s a sign of weakness. The opposite virtue was
uplifted in my home – that of being self-sufficient. It’s much more comfortable to
give help then to ask for it. And when I give help, I downplay my input, so others
don’t feel vulnerable

I hate asking for help because I fear disappointment and being let down. When you do so
much for the people you love and they don’t reciprocate or worse, give in an impersonal,
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lazy way it’s hurtful. When this happens I take on the role of martyr or victim, receiving
attention, being heard and feeling loved.
These are some of the essential questions we're asking ourselves:
•

What is your relationship to asking for what you need? Do you find it easy or
difficult?

•

How do your environments (both internal and physical) influence your ability
and/or comfort with asking for what you need?

•

Are you more challenged to answer an internal or external request of what you
need? Reflect on your response.

Here are a few exercises we're trying:

•

When you're asked what you want, feel deeply into yourself and answer honestly.
o Notice when you don't feel comfortable answering honestly. Are there
internalized constructs that have conditioned you? Reflect on what those
might be and how you could unlearn the beliefs that keep you from
connecting with your inner knowing.
o Check in with yourself several times in a day to ask, “What do I need right
now?” First, notice the sensations in your body and notice your mood. If
you identify a need notice how you feel when you consider it. Do you feel
constriction? Warmth? Something else? What might these feelings be
hinting at?
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We are hopeful that at the end of our module you will:

•

Have a better understanding of how and which cultural expectations/paradigms of
thought may have influenced or conditioned you to ask/not ask for what you need

•

Be able to use your understanding as a bridge to recognize what it feels like when
you are in alignment with your inner knowing

These resources will be helpful as we explore what we need:

•

Doyle, Glennon. "How to Get More Joy with Martha Beck". Glennon Doyle
& Cadence 13, Episode 66, February 2, 2022

•

Doyle, Glennon. "How to Come Home to Yourself with Martha Beck".
Glennon Doyle & Cadence13, Episode 67, January 31, 2022

•

Headlee, Celeste. Do Nothing: How to Break Away from Overworking,
Overdoing, and Underliving. Harmony Books, 2020. pp.33-46.

•

Leruste, Mark. November 8, 2017. Why receiving is harder than giving: What
Brene Brown taught me about vulnerability. March 14,
2022. https://markleruste.medium.com/why-receiving-is-harder-than-givingwhat-brené-brown-taught-me-about-vulnerabity-97228e34087d
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APPENDIX 5-EXPLORING THE QUESTION “HOW DO I RECIEVE?”

In the MLS Sustainability Leadership Seminar, we were asked to prepare three modules
exploring topics relevant to our own leadership practices. Classmate Kellee Bachour and
I collaborated on the series of modules. We worked together crafting the questions, but
for this module we created our exercises independently. This is my reflection after
completing Module 3: Receiving.

Being sick was a great opportunity to continue my practice of asking for what I need
(Module 2) and receiving (Module 3). A few practical examples include asking for time
off from work and asking my husband for antibiotics. I received home-cooked meals and
let myself off the hook from what I “should be doing,” like cleaning the house or going to
exercise class. No need to push through or produce at my own expense. Just rest. Really
rest.

Multiple times during my downtime, I would slip into a liminal space between
wakefulness and sleep and my mind would play little snippets from my life: a time when
I had embarrassed myself, a time when I had been unkind, said something stupid, was
ashamed. Over and over these small, seemingly insignificant scenes from my childhood
and teenage years would show up as a movie in my mind. At one point I wondered, “Am
I dying?” I thought my life passing before my eyes would look different. I asked, “What
do I do to receive?” and from the inbetween I heard “Let go of shame.”
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Throughout the MLS program, I have observed my emotions and reactions. During this
semester, I think in large part due to this inquiry, I have cultivated an increased ability to
pause and choose a response. As a result, when I received this message, I thought, “OK, I
can do that.”

What a crazy, wonderful, relief-inducing choice.

I’ve had a couple of opportunities to look at my receiving. An episode in March
highlighted what happens when shame shows up (spoiler alert: it wasn’t pretty). I was
invited to a local elementary school to represent Literacy Connects at their Family
Literacy Night. Here is the email I wrote as an apology:

Hi Diana,
I'm sorry it's taken me so long to follow up re: the Literacy Night earlier this month. I
wanted to apologize for my behavior that evening. I have been struggling with a health
issue (thankfully, now resolving) and when my cart tipped over and my books went
sliding, I just lost it. You were so kind to offer me help then and throughout the evening.
I reflected on my behavior on the way home and recognized that I was embarrassed to
accept help. I am afraid I have been conditioned, as many have, to feel the need to do
everything on my own. Thank you for being a teacher of "community" for me. I hope you
will accept my apology.
With appreciation,
Susan
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Exactly one month later, I was invited to a similar event. I was setting up my table and
guess what? I picked up my traveling bag and all of the contents spilled all over the floor.
I thought a la Tara Brach in Radical Forgiveness, “Shame. Shame. No shame.” I smiled
and picked up the pencils that had rolled in all directions and thought again, “OK, I can
do that.”
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APPENDIX 6-EXAMPLES OF ACCOUNTABILITY
An example of me holding someone else accountable:

In October 2021 I saw my rheumatologist and shortly after, I ran out of my medications
to treat my psoriatic arthritis. I called my doctor’s office and left a message. I did not
receive a renewed prescription. In November, my insurance changed. I called to request a
new prescription under my new insurance; again, I had to leave a message. For the next
six months, between the doctor’s office, the pharmacy, the insurance company and a few
other players, I left more than 100 messages trying to get my prescription. To complicate
matters, I live in Tucson and my doctor’s office is in Tucson, but the phone is answered
in Phoenix and then my message is sent to the Tucson office. I was able to drive to the
office to obtain samples, but what I received was not my usual prescription. I finally gave
up and changed doctors. I did, however, keep my six-month follow-up appointment to
share with him I was leaving his practice.

I kept in mind something that I had learned from the Kingian Nonviolence training –
attack the systems of evil, not the individuals doing evil. I came to the appointment with
the intention of treating him with dignity and holding him accountable. I was able to
share my story and communicate my disappointment. He apologized and said he
understood. I was able to share my story with his office manager, as well. She told me
she had had multiple people complain to her that week, and I was the first person who did
not yell at her. When I left I felt positive about the transaction. In previous iterations of
my being, I would have simply not returned to the practice, and they would have never

35

known about the mistakes they made. My role models growing up would bully or
threaten to get what they wanted; that method does not feel congruent with who I am and
I was also glad to have spoken to both the doctor and the office manager calmly and with
respect.

An example of someone holding me accountable:

My colleagues and I were planning a Volunteer Appreciation event at work.
Traditionally, our volunteers have been a homogenous group of retired white people.
During the pandemic, we were able to broaden our volunteer base with our online classes
held in Spanish. The event committee came together to plan and our Spanish tutor
coordinator, Manuel, had several ideas. I shared with him how the event typically has
been run and he conceded. Later, my colleague, Robyn shared with me that I had shut
Manuel’s comments down. That had not been my intention, but I realized that is what I
had done. I had not considered him or his tutors. I was grateful to Robyn for calling me
out, and I apologized to Manuel privately for my blind spot. At our next committee
meeting, I apologized to Manuel and to the group, shared my desire to being inclusive,
and invited folks to let me know when I have fallen short of my intention. We continued
planning the event, considering all the volunteers. We included everyone in the planning
and had an event that all the volunteers enjoyed.
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APPENDIX 7-MY REQUEST FOR FEEDBACK
I emailed my colleagues at Literacy Connects and several partner organizations to ask for
feedback.

To: Staff

Sun 6/19/2022 4:01 PM

Hello, friends.
As you may know, I am in the final four months of coursework in the University of
Vermont's Master's in Leadership for Sustainability.

My capstone project, in short, has been a binary-busting quest to look for ways that
include more options, support more belonging, enhance relationships between people,
and facilitate a greater understanding of the ways in which everything is
connected/interrelated. My belief is that by enhancing my ability to access a multitude of
options, I can move into a more expansive and inclusive way of thinking and more
importantly, being.

As part of this work, I am more aware of my experiences lived through multiple
dominant cultures. Part of my practice is to be conscious of how I engage. I continue to
integrate UVM staffs' counsel regarding non-extractive interactions and to watch for
tendencies of othering as I relate to people who identify differently than me.
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I would appreciate any advice, feedback, or observations you can share with me. Some
guiding thoughts might be:

•

Where do I have room to grow?

•

Have you seen the development of any new capacities in me?

•

What are some of my blind spots that you would like to illuminate for me?

•

Is there anything you would like to share that I haven't asked about?

I appreciate your consideration and will keep your comments confidential. If you would
like to share something with me anonymously, please leave a note for me on my desk.

With love and gratitude,
Susan

Here is one of the responses I received:

Hi Susan,
I am responding to your solicitation for feedback, related to the Vermont degree
program.

I am not responding to the group because in my opinion our work in Amphi has presented
some very complicated challenges that alter the dynamics every time we meet. How can
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we make traction or analyze progress of any kind, beyond a willingness to continue
showing up?

I have observed the following in your commitment to community work:
You have taken more risks at broaching difficult subjects.
You have aligned yourself with the Amphi neighborhood, equally and authentically.
You have presented multiple ideas for structuring, coalescing, reporting and gathering the
partners.
You have made a big push to provide direct service with the free shopping days and
hosting the resource fair. To me, this is growth.

In terms of room for improvement, I hesitate in my role. However, I would say that
perhaps you could demonstrate a greater commitment to your philosophy, with more
confidence that nothing is going to be perfect and doing nothing will not open us up to
possibility. There's a jumping off point for doing versus planning and you have been
instrumental in leading us to this juncture. We have talked a lot about value added, and I
think that is the main reason for binary openness---whether it is programmatic, relational
or self-awareness. Where we ALL get tripped up (this is where I encourage you to grow)
is that we so automatically measure value and behavior by some comparison; in this
myopic view outcomes are about "fixing" or "achieving" to a particular standard. I think
we have to pause when we pre-empt consensus building, stunting our growth and
devaluing our collective power ---- all too
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often we already have a pre-conceived judgment or standard. The best example I can
offer is that it doesn't really matter what people with an entirely different set of
circumstances and belief systems are accomplishing (e.g. in the foothills) when we are
evaluating where and how to proceed in Amphi. It can be overwhelming or irrelevant to
aspire to something that may not be useful or a priority. In Amphi we get stuck on the
"how" to reach consensus to proceed with a strategy. We are assuming all the
opportunities bank on our negotiated agreement. This fascinates me because we
primarily focus on meeting basic human needs. There is a benefactor entitlement
embedded in our collaboration (power imbalance), versus a true partnership. At Habitat
we often have discussions about the definition of partnership.

You and I could have a long conversation about this....and maybe we should.

I hope this is helpful and supportive.

Xo Ann
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